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It is not often that the reputation of an eminently productive historian of science rests almost
exclusively upon two major themes. Kurt-R. Biermann, who died on 24 May 2002 in Berlin, Germany,
at the age of 82, is an example of just such an author. He is best known to two rather distinct groups
of scholars—historians of mathematics pay him respect for his numerous publications on 19th-century
German mathematicians, especially Carl Friedrich Gauss, while an appreciably wider circle of historians
of the natural sciences admires his comprehensive familiarity with the life and work of the great German
traveler, geographer, naturalist, and cosmographer Alexander von Humboldt.
Kurt-R. Biermann, in his more than 300 publications (not counting an equally impressive number
of reviews), succeeded in combining personal inclination with the tasks he had to perform at the
Alexander von Humboldt-Forschungsstelle of the Deutsche Akademie der Wissenschaften in East Berlin,
where he served as director from 1969 until 1984. Biermann published extensively on Gauss and other
contemporary mathematicians, in particular the Berlin school of mathematicians in the second half of the
19th century. At the same time he enlarged considerably the inexhaustible wealth of Humboldt sources
and used them as the basis for innumerable research papers and books on this most influential scholar.
Humboldt’s lifespan (1769–1859) comprised that of Gauss (1777–1855) and surpassed it by a dozen
years to nine complete decades. It is well known that both these great scholars put their stamp on science
in Germany and beyond during the first half of the 19th century, each in his area, but it is Biermann’s
achievement to have shown that their activities were often, directly or indirectly, intimately connected.
The title of a Festschrift issued in honor of Biermann’s 75th birthday expressed aptly the scope of
his historical research: it was published under the pertinent title “Natur, Mathematik und Geschichte—
Beiträge zur Alexander-von-Humboldt-Forschung und zur Mathematikhistoriographie.” Yet even this
does not reflect adequately what was perhaps Biermann’s greatest and lasting contribution: the
harmonious linkage of the two central themes of his publications. Perhaps the fact that the circumstances
of World War II delayed the start of his career accounts for this special concentration in his research.
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260 M. Folkerts, C.J. Scriba / Historia Mathematica 30 (2003) 258–262Kurt-Reinhard Omar Oswald Biermann was born on December 5, 1919, in Bernburg (Saale), Germany,
the son of a public prosecutor, Reinhard Biermann, and his wife, Charlotte, née Wallmüller von
Bechhofen. After attending schools in Bernburg and Desssau, he obtained his Abitur (diploma) from the
Lessing Gymnasium in Berlin in 1937. Immediately afterward he was drafted into the then-obligatory
Arbeitsdienst (labor service), followed by military service during World War II. As part of his training as
an officer in an engineering unit, he was permitted intermittently to attend courses at technical universities
in Berlin-Charlottenburg, Dresden, and Stuttgart. From France in 1944, Biermann was redeployed to the
eastern frontier early in 1945, where he was taken as a prisoner of war by the Russians. Among other
jobs in various camps in the Soviet Union, he was forced to labor in a coal mine east of Moscow. It
was only in the summer of 1949 that he was released. Returning to a divided Germany, he resumed
his academic studies in the German Democratic Republic. In 1952, Biermann married Dr. med. dent.
Elisabeth Appuhn, and together they had two sons, Hans-Rainer Biermann (b. 1953), a chemist, and Jörg
(1956–1987), whose untimely death came as a severe blow for the entire family.
Even before Biermann obtained his diploma (and passed the Staatsexamen) in economics, he was
offered a temporary position at the Deutsche Akademie der Wissenschaften in East Berlin. In 1956 he
was promoted by appointment as a member of the Academy’s Alexander von Humboldt-Kommission,
whereupon he began to work systematically on the collection and documentation of the immense
scientific correspondence of Alexander von Humboldt.
In 1964 Biermann’s title was elevated to Dr. rer. nat., and in 1968 he completed his “habilitation”
in history of mathematics at the Humboldt University in Berlin. His promotion to professor followed
in 1972. As head of the Alexander von Humboldt-Forschungsstelle since 1969, Biermann substantially
revised and enlarged plans for editing the immense scientific estate of Alexander von Humboldt. The
book series Beiträge zur Alexander von Humboldt-Forschung, a product of the Academy’s Humboldt
research center, soon became a model for the edition of texts and correspondence in the history of science,
thanks to its carefully researched, documented, and edited volumes. Biermann himself and, under his
guidance, a team of collaborators were responsible for 17 volumes in this exemplary series.
Biermann’s contributions to the history of mathematics were no less impressive. Among his books
published in this area (and related partly to his Humboldt work, too) are Johann Peter Gustav Lejeune
Dirichlet: Dokumente für sein Leben und Wirken (Berlin, 1959), Vorschläge zur Wahl von Mathematikern
in die Berliner Akademie (Berlin, 1960), Die Mathematik und ihre Dozenten an der Berliner Universität
1810–1920 (Berlin, 1973; second edition, extended to 1933, Berlin, 1988), Briefwechsel zwischen
Alexander von Humboldt und Carl Friedrich Gauss (Berlin, 1977), Briefwechsel zwischen Alexander
von Humboldt und Heinrich Christian Schumacher (Berlin, 1979), Briefwechsel zwischen Alexander von
Humboldt und Peter Gustav Lejeune Dirichlet (Berlin, 1982), and Carl Friedrich Gauss: Der “Fürst der
Mathematiker” in Briefen und Gesprächen (Leipzig/Jena/Berlin/Munich, 1990).
Early in his career Biermann published a number of papers on the history of probability theory and
combinatorics (Leibniz and Euler—later he was secretary of the Euler Commission of the Academy
of Sciences of the GDR, from 1956 to 1966), followed by articles on Euler and Christian Goldbach.
But soon Gauss, Eisenstein (about whom he planned at first to write his dissertation), Weierstrass, and
other 19th-century German mathematicians began to attract his attention, and finally he decided to focus
almost exclusively on this period. Biermann’s occupation with Humboldt may have been the decisive
factor in this decision to concentrate on the 19th century, but the political situation in the former German
Democratic Republic may also have had a role to play in his decision.
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an East German academician; as a leading researcher and director of the Alexander von Humboldt-
Forschungsstelle, he was not exposed to the politically charged atmosphere to the same degree that
working with students at the Humboldt University might have entailed. But as a result of his deliberate
decision to eschew party politics, he was given few opportunities to travel to countries outside the
communist block, and so only on rare occasions was he permitted to go abroad to attend a specific
meeting or congress. This forced him to rely for most of his research on local archives and libraries, but
as a consequence, he mined the rich sources that were available to him in the GDR (especially those in
East Berlin and at the Deutsches Zentralarchiv in Merseburg) to the fullest extent possible. In addition,
Biermann maintained an active correspondence with numerous colleagues in various countries. Among
these, the most important one for him was probably that with Adolf Pawlovitch Youchkevich (1906–
1993), which lasted over four decades and comprised more than 500 letters.
The outstanding publication that resulted from these efforts—and eclipsed numerous preliminary
studies—was Biermann’s Habilitationsschrift, Die Mathematik und ihre Dozenten an der Berliner
Universität, 1810–1920, published in 1973. Thanks to its comprehensiveness and its meticulous
documentation, this work has become a classic of institutional history and an invaluable source for
further studies. It was typical of Biermann that, before coming to the subject itself, he began with
a section on the classification of his sources and the estimation of their relevance for his studies. He
arranged the chapters around the most important mathematicians: after the founding of the university and
its early years (1810–1829), he dealt with the era of Dirichlet–Steiner–Jacobi (1830–1855), the era of
Kummer–Weierstrass–Kronecker (1855–1892), the era Schwarz–Frobenius–Schottky (1892–1917), and
the transitional period of Schmidt–Caratheodory–Schur (1918/1919). About a hundred more pages are
devoted to sources, documents, surveys, and an index of names. After his retirement, Biermann revised
his Habilitationsschrift, and added a chapter for the period 1920 to 1933.
Ivor Grattan-Guinness hailed the first edition as a “magnificent book, which will not only forever
be authoritative for its particular subject matter but also stand as a model of institutional history
within a scientific discipline” [Annals of Science 32 (1975) 404]. Biermann made special use of the
recommendations written for prospective members of the Academy, and these figured prominently in his
earlier monograph, Vorschläge zur Wahl von Mathematikern in die Berliner Akademie (1960). Biermann
was the first historian of mathematics to exploit these scholarly recommendations for election to the
Academy in a systematic way. Next to statements in private correspondence, these Laudationes offer
invaluable insights into the internal social psychology of self-evaluation of the mathematical community.
A number of Biermann’s publication represent real detective work—for instance, with respect to
cryptic notes that Gauss enciphered in his mathematical diary. Biermann was able to suggest possible
interpretations, and, in at least one case, had the satisfaction of seeing one of his suggestions confirmed by
new evidence that later came to light. Obscure events in the life of Gauss and Alexander von Humboldt,
as well as minor figures in their circles, also provoked his sagacity and set his sleuthing abilities to work
with astonishing results.
As for his numerous publications on Gauss, always starting from a particular question, Biermann
substantially revised the picture of Gauss in the standard historiography. Most biographies had relied
on presentations of this “princeps of mathematicians” written during the 19th century—not the least by
authors who had actually known Gauss in person. As was often the custom, they drew a rather heroic
picture of Gauss, neglecting his personality. Biermann emphasized that the scientific importance of a
figure need not prevent the biographer from trying to understand the scientist as a human being. In fact,
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an individual could a scientist’s greatness be understood and truly evaluated. Thus in his book Carl
Friedrich Gauss: Der “Fürst der Mathematiker” in Briefen und Gesprächen, Biermann presented a
prudent selection of quotations from letters and conversations that captures the full personality of Gauss.
Biermann was a meticulous scholar, in the best sense of the German 19th-century tradition. He
illustrated his abilities in numerous articles, but he explicitly expounded his methodology in several
papers, such as “Die Datierung der Briefe Alexander von Humboldts” (1968) and “Heranziehung von
Wasserzeichen zur Datierung von Briefen Alexander von Humboldts” (1970).
Biermann’s methodically exemplary publications appeared in more than 20 countries and procured
for him wide international recognition. In 1977, he received the Gauss-Ehrenplakette, in 1983 the Euler-
Ehrenmedaille, and in 1989 the Alexander-von-Humboldt-Medaille of the Academy of Sciences of the
GDR. Also in 1989, the Liga für Völkerfreundschaft of the GDR presented to him the Ehrennadel
für Verdienste um die Freundschaft der Völker in Gold. He also was honored by membership in the
International Academy of the History of Science (Paris), for which he served as vice-president (1989–
1993), and by election to the Deutsche Akademie der Naturforscher Leopoldina (Halle/Saale) in 1972.
As signs of their acknowledgment and affection, his colleagues dedicated two “Festschriften” to him on
the occasions of his 60th and 75th birthdays, and Historia Mathematica published congratulatory articles
in volumes 6, pp. 351–354, and 16, pp. 309–315.
Toward the end of his life, Biermann prepared an annotated bibliography of his publications, carefully
indexed, which is to be published in the series Materialien zur Geschichte der Naturwissenschaften,
edited by Menso Folkerts, in the near future.
